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persist and work to fulfill goals. This definition is based on the 
ideas that there is no single number to measure an institution's 
effectiveness; retention is a joint effort between the student and 
the institutions; and the term "persist" refers to the process of 
retention, while the term "success" refers to the product. To develop 
a system for determining retention, PTC applied Covey^s "Seven Habits 
of Highly Effective People" to the retention process. As a first step 
in the new system, PTC classified students in the following 
categories: continuing students, reinstated students, transfer 
students, and first timers (i.e., those whose initial college 
experience is at PTC). After a trial run, the model was altered to 
account for graduates and treated developmental education as an 
academic program. The model now allows the college to determine both 
program and overall college retention rates for each of the four 
categories of students, as well as by student race, sex, age, and 
grade point average. Future plans for the system include 
incorporating retention as a major goal in the institutional plan and 
merging retention goals with student goals. Bibliographic citations 
of articles in the ERIC database related to retention and sample 
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Introduction: 

Much has been \A^itten and developed over the last several decades which focuses 
upon the subject and/or process of retention. (See attached bibliography). The purpose 
of this workshop is to present an operational view of what retention is and what retention 
is not and possibly what it may never be . The information presented today will present an 
overview, an update for some of you, regarding a computerized system for the calculation 
of retention rates. 

Since the conception of this program in 1 988, our view of what the retention beast is 
has changed. It is quite safe to assume, that by the nature of our process for determining 
retention rates, we have also defined retention for the college. Whether this is an 
operational definition or a functional definition is left up to the individual. In my opinion, 
once we have operationally defined something, it then becomes a functional property. As 
a functional property, it becomes something you can truly see; something that has shape, 
scope, and form. It is with this premise in mind, that the following functional definition of 
retention is offered. 

"Retention: a series of levels at which students and the college persist and work to 
fulfill goals." 

In looking at this functional view of retention, several historical views of retention have 
been moved aside. 

(1 ) There is no single number to measure an institution's retention. 

(2) Retention is a joint effort between the student and the institution, institutional 
goals must be student centered or retention will be severed. (The Lemming 
Exodus Syndrome.) 



(3) Often times, the word success is used to define retention. The word persist 



describes the functional aspect of retention (process) while success may be 
viewed as the functional end (product). Individual student success would be a 
difficult beast to capture in that each individuafs functional definition of success 
is entirely different and would be tied to an individual's purpose (goals). 
The previous view of our model has been presented during various stages of 
development and use. In those presentations, analogies were made regarding "wading 
through the alligator pit." Through the evolution of this program, another analogy for the 
retention process is offered. 

"During the past five years, my daughter has collected box turtles that were 
injured or disabled, lost on a highway, or those that appeared mysteriously at our 
doorstep. She placed them on our patio, fed them, nurtured them, and cared for 
them. Her retention rate has been one hundred percent for five years. The six foot 
tall privacy brick wall had a lot to do with her success and a lot to do with the 
diminished persistence of her turtles. The orchestra of life played on. All was right 
with our wortd. 

Over the summer, our family, and of course the turtles, moved to a new home. 
This new home had no six foot tall brick privacy fence. After a brief meeting of all 
participants, a committee of one was organized to insure our retention success would 
continue. A new environment was constructed of stone walls (approximately 
fourteen inches tail), small stone winter residences were built for the guests, and 
food service capability was insured. The committee assessed need and 
predetermined what was required to insure success. The orchestra was beginning 
to tune their instruments. 

We placed our slow moving guests in their new environment and proceeded 
with other endeavors. The next morning we took roll. There were no turtles. Our 
success was no longer positive and the orchestra was packing their bags. The 
committee was reactivated. The committee paptured as many of the attritional turtles 
as possible (it was easier and cheaper to get these escapees than find or solicit new 
ones). The committee then built the wall higher and placed a small pool within the 
confines and secured a small tightly woven fence on the inside of the penal rock 
colony. It was at this point that the committee began to re-evaluate the current 
situation. Observing the residents of this environment, one could begin to see 
thought processes or instincts to function. As persistence rates soared, each and 
every re-captured turtle plodded, climbed, and rolled their way to freedom. Their 
individual drive went beyond the preconceived ideas of need by the committee. The 
committee and all participants then ro-evaluated their purpose and mission. Once 
their mission became truly functional so did and will their retention. The mission was 
changed to care for the injured or harmed and then release. The orchestra was 
beginning to move back on the stage." 
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The premise behind this analogy is that the institution can erect environments which 
they feel meet needs. But for students, these safe environments may become barriers 
that are either hurdled or block the direction the student is moving. For some students, 
it becomes easier to leave than to continually persist. 
System Evolution 

The system at Piedmont was designed to provide in-depth program and college 
summary information to all academic and support personnel in regards to "who we may be 
losing." 

Prior to 1988, the college routinely calculated college retention/attrition rates. The 
formula was very simple: "number of students actually returning for an academic term" 
divided by "the number of students eligible to return" = "the college retention rate (%)," 
During 1988, questions began to evolve regarding the accuracy of this process. But more 
important were the questions regarding 'N/vhat were we counting" and "why were we 
counting," The magic single number concept was coming under fire. 

The four phases of systems outlined by Karl Albrecht became the guideline during 
1988-1989. This four phase process outlined a plan for developing an improved system. 

The two important questions, of *S/vhat were we counting" and *SA4iy were we counting" 
can not be lost in this discussion. These ^vo questions laid the foundation in the 
assessment phase by identifying disparities between "how things are" and "how should 
they be." The Cutting Edge legislation was coming and mandatory reporting was not far 
off. The college wished to develop and utilize a system which would be constructive and 
beneficial in nature rather than one that could be perceived as ambiguous, punitive or 
used for system wide comparisons. 
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Since 1988, the watchword continues to be "continuous improvement." With 
Albrecht's model for systems development in place, it was found that quarterly principles 
could be found within and supporting the development and implementation of the retention 
system. Unknowingly at first, but now quite visible, were the incorporation of Stephen R. 
Covey's Seven Habits of Highly Effective People . What we have done is to depersonalize 
the seven habits and apply each to the retention system. Listed below are each of the 
seven habits as they apply to each of us and how they were adjusted to support the 
retention system. 



Habit 1: Be Proactive 

Personal . ^ 

The habit of being proactive, or the habit of personal vision, means taking responsibility for ou' attitudes and 
actions. Take the initiative and responsibility to make things happen. 
Retention System 

The habit of being proactive, or the habit of vision, means taking the responsibility for our values and beliefs. 
Take the initiative and responsibility to make things happen. 

Habit 2: Begin with the End in Mind 

Personal 

Habit of personal leadership. Start with a clear destination to understand where you are now, where you 
are going, and what you value most. 
Retention System 

Habit of leadership. Start with a clear destination to understand where you are now, where you are going, 
and what you value most. 

Habit 3: Put First Things First 
Personal 

Habit of personal management, involves organizing and managing time and events. Manage yourself. 
Organize and execute around priorities. 
Retention System 

Habit of management, involves organizing and managing needs and goals. Organize and execute around 
priorities. 

Habit 4: Think Win*Win 
Personal 

Win-win is the habit of perso nal leadership. Win-win is the habit of seeking mutual benefit. This thinking 
begins with a commitment to explore all options until a mutual satisfactory solution is reached, or to make no 
deal at all. 

Retention System 

Win-win is the habit of leadership seeks mutual benefit. This thinking begins with a commitment to explore 
all options until a mutual solution is reached, or to make no deal at all. 

Habit 5: Seek First to Understand, Then to be Understood 
Personal 

Habit of empathetic communication. Understanding builds the skills of empathetic listening that inspires 
openess and trust. 
Retention System 

Kemains the same. 

Habit 6: Synergize 

Personal 

Habit of creative cooperation and teamwori<. Synergy results from valuing differences by bringing different 
perspectives together in the spirit of mutual respect. 
Retention System 

Remains the same. 

Habit 7: Sharpen the Saw 
Personal 

Habit of self-renewal. Preserving and enhancing your greatest asset, yourself, by renewing the physical, 
spiritual, mental, and social dimensions of your nature. 
Retention System 

Habit of renewal. The system is never complete or accomplished, just constantly improved upon. 
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In reviewing the habits above, it is obvious that individual decision makers and users 
must incorporate the personal habits into their own lives prior to having complete 
understanding and appreciation for the result. Each of us practice these endeavors on a 
daily basis but terminology may be different, it is rather difficult to program "common 
sense" into a machine. The overall result for the system is to have a process by which the 
results are non-punitive, constructive, constantly self-improving, and honest. 
The System 

The college assumed the stance that a single retention rate was not truly indicative 

of the various subgroups contained within our student population. As an example, prior 

to 1988, a student completing a spring term and not enrolling in the summer term but 

returning in the fall term, was classified as a new student. It was for this reason the 

following subgroups of students were operationally defined in the problem solving stage. 

Continuing Student : Student who was enrolled in 

the college during academic term; is eligible to 

return to the college and does so during the next 

sequential academic term. 

Reinstated Student : A sti^dent who had been 

enrolled at the college previously and remained • 

away from the college for one or more academic 

terms, prior to registering for classes. 

Transfer Students : A student new to the college but 

who has been enrolled at another two year or four 

year college. 

First Timers : - A student whose initial college 
experience begins here. 

These four student categories then became the nucleus for "students eligible to return" 

and "students actually returning." Also brancfied from each of these categories were 

student fields of race, sex, and ago. Newfoi' 1995 was GPR ranges. From this data 
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alone, the report, as an example, could tell the number of minority males under age 2n who 
re-enrolled for a specific program and what their GPR was. 

It became apparent, on the trial run of the above data, something was amiss. The 
numbers didn*t match and didn*t really make any sense. (What are we counting?) 
Graduates were the missing link and it was found the older system had a unique process 
for counting graduates. If they did not re-enroll, it was "attrition." In essence, a program 
was punished for producing graduates. The computer lacked moral logic and we couldn't 
provide the need, but we could loop around the process. Graduates were counted by 
subtracting them from the base of students who "were eligible to return." We were now 
approaching clean data. 

After various redesigns, it was concluded that for the purpose of our internal 
reporting. Developmental Education would be treated as an academic program. In 
essence, calculations applied to any curricular program would now be applied to 
Developmental Education by student program codes. 

As with any system, supportive and back up measures are provided within the model. 
The first initial draft of the system was met by skepticism among various curriculum areas. 
Namely, the question arose as to, "How do we know these are the right numbers?" Since 
that question was asked, the program now has the capability to list students names and 
social security numbers for every identified field within the program. With this addition to 
the program, faculty members now have lists of students who were enrolled but did not 
re-enroll. These have proven invaluable for the academic departments in talking with 
students to encourage either late enrollment or enrollment in a future term. 
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Program VS. College Retention 

Operationally, the college views t\AO retention rates \A/ith numerous retention subsets 
under each of continuing, transfer, reinstated and first timers. The calculation of program 
retention views students as leaving a program of study but remaining at the college as 
influencing college retention positively (positive in the sense that these students remain 
in the educational confines of the college.) Conversely, these same students do affect 
program retention in the negative sense in that they are no longer within their primary 
program choice. This begins to answer the question as to what and why we count. 

It is important for the college to view the aggregate students and their movement 
through the labyrinth of the educational system. Students moving, hopefully due to goals, 
from one program to another do affect program and college retention. As an example, if 
the college enrolls only ten students and 5 were enrolled in Academic Program One and 
5 in Academic Program Two, and 3 students left Program One and transferred to Program 
Two, the result would be Program One had a retention rate of 40% (2 of 5 remaining). 
Program Two had a retention rate of 100% and the college retention rate would be 100%. 
The 3 students transferring into Program Two would be picked up as transfer students 
during the next academic term and monitoring would continue. Confusing? Sometimes, 
but it presents a realistic picture of the retention process in action. If Program One 
continued to show transfers into another program, academic assessment of the program 
as to "why" this occurs would begin. The assessment would have data that viev/s these 
transfers as to race, age, sex, and previous history. The questions would focus upon, "are 
there patterns for this action?, Is the program a feeder to the other?, Has Program One 
maxed it's potential?", etc. It would be at this juncture that many of these questions could 
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be answered during an academic review process after additional supportive information 
is merged with the retention data. 
What and Why Were We Counting? 

Putting aside the legislative mandates from CHE and the national trends for 
accounting and assessment, the college moved toward the concept of continuous 
improvement. By building "retention" into the institutional plan as a major goal and by 
emphasizing retention as a college wide activity, increased ownership occurred. As 
retention becomes a tool for improving the nature of academic programs, the concepts of 
comparability and punitive actions take a back seat to improvement. Does this mean all 
facufty, staff and administration reach a euphoric state when reviewing term retention 
statistics? No, but the process does foster awareness, concern, and interest in a process 
which tended to be viewed as negative in the past. 
Where Do We Go From Here? 

The system is never complete, just being fine tuned. Student goals must be better 
defined. Determination of retention must eventually be merged with student goals, namely 
due to the students who never wish to acquire a degree but merely take self or job 
improvement courses. Their goals are different and must be treated as such. 'We still 
have not figured out how to program "common-sense" into the machine. 

The entire "student package" of goals may be the most difficult, but perhaps the most 
realistic and needed portion of this system. As student needs and college programs 
change, so will the system. It can never stay the same as long as we, as a college, use 
the results for continual improvement and continually assess our progress as to "what and 
why are we counting." 

11 



In addition, placement scxires will be an added field. This field will break out retention 
and attrition studies based upon programs of study. This will provide the baseline data for 
determining how "successful" students are based upon placement standards. Of more 
importance, the question could read "How accurate are our placement standards based 
upon the success of students." We may be entering the alligator infested pools once again 
when this subgroup field is complete. 
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By focusing upon the "Product" of retention, 
namely a number, do we lose sight of the 
"Process" and develop or create barriers 
which hinder the Persistence and /or the 
Success of our students? 
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